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Visitors to Newcastle, in north-east
England, cannot fail to notice a very
large green, curvy roofed building
now nestling close to the city’s
central rail station. Housing one of
the world’s first science centres
devoted just to biology, LIFE
Interactive World is the very public
face of an ambitious and much more
substantial campus attempting to
create a unique new centre for the
life sciences in the heart of the city. 
Inside the bright and brash
building there are more than 50
different activities and interactive
features, 3D presentations, live
theatre, a dramatic film, sound and
light show, and a motion simulator
ride. The aim is to allow the public
to explore the relationships and
uniqueness of life based on a new
understanding of DNA in an
entertaining and engaging way.
Although geared primarily to
children and with a Disney-like
veneer, the attraction employs a
number of people as explainers with
knowledge and further resources to
pursue topics at greater depth with
individuals in a very flexible way.
Managers are finding visitor
numbers  have already beaten
expectations with more than 200,000
visits so far.
Although many other cities now
have successful science centres, it’s
when you step outside that the other
key, novel features of Newcastle’s
venture are revealed. The new
campus is built around a public
square, the largest to be opened in the
city for more than 100 years. Called
the International Centre for Life, the
campus comprises five further main
components: LIFElab, the Institute
of Human Genetics, the Policy,
Ethics and Life Sciences Research
Institute (PEALS), the LIFE
Conference and Banqueting facility
and the Biosciences Centre. Around
the square is a range of shops and a
nightclub called DNA is also planned.
As patrons, James Watson and Francis
Crick both add kudos to the centre.
The drive to develop the centre
came from the fact that the city has
lost a great deal of its traditional
industry in recent years. Educational
achievements are also lower than in
many other parts of the country yet
the city is home to a leading
university and medical school. “We
wanted to build on the strengths of
the medical school,” says Alastair
Balls, the project’s director. The idea
was hatched that Newcastle was an
excellent base to promote the life
sciences as a potential source of new
biotechnology jobs and also to
provide a first-rate educational
facility. “Many pay lip service to the
idea of public understanding of
science but it is clearly a very
important issue,” says Christopher
Edwards, vice chancellor of
Newcastle University. With a large
tract of derelict but centrally located
land, major funding from regional
development schemes and the
Millennium Commission, a body set
Green and curvy: the new LIFE Interactive
World public attraction on the campus for the
International Centre for Life in Newcastle is
bringing in many more visitors than were
initially anticipated to an exploration of the
new understanding of DNA.
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up to back major public projects with
funding from the national lottery, and
other charitable funds, the
£70 million International Centre for
Life brings together for the first time
science and biotechnology, research
and education, entertainment and
ethics at a single city centre site.
Sandwiched between the
exhibition and the Institute of
Genetics is the LIFElab. This
educational facility brings ‘hands-on’
experiments in the life sciences to
students of all ages and offers
equipment and materials beyond the
reach of any individual school or
college. Topics such as the
polymerase chain reaction, which
schoolchildren read about in
textbooks, can be explored as real
experimental tools in this laboratory
and with themed sessions such as
forensic science, the laboratory is
proving very popular. 
While working on their
experiments, the students find
themselves cheek-by-jowl with the
Institute of Human Genetics which
occupies the same building. Part of
the University of Newcastle, this
new facility will accommodate 150
research scientists and clinical staff,
and will be one of the largest
combined medical human genetics
centres in Europe, due for
completion this summer.
The institute will also include a
state-of-the-art facility for housing
transgenic mice, seen as an essential
tool for exploiting human genome
sequence information. Bringing such
a facility into close proximity to many
public activities was not without its
worries. “We made a formal public
announcement about the mouse
facility and it has not generated
hostility,” says clinical geneticist
John Burn, one of the key researchers
behind the project. We are more than
aware of the reservations of working
with animals but we do need to have
mouse models, he says. “All of the
models will be focused on human
disease or birth defects.” He believes
in the value of having a major
research institute in such a public
setting. “The world is full of virtual
reality but here people are grounded
in reality, doing challenging science
for real,” says Burn. “People can see
what we do. Many thousands will
pass through our clinics here and
experience a tangible example of
science at work.”
But Burn believes a key to future
success for the centre is the
additional focus on ethics. The
Policy, Ethics and Life Sciences
Research Institute (PEALS) is a
partnership between the Universities
of Newcastle and Durham and the
International Centre for Life and
occupies, physically, centre stage in
the public square. Its aims are to
develop research on the social,
ethical and legal aspects of genetics
and the life sciences and to promote
the public understanding of science
and bioethical debate. “It’s important
we have PEALS where we can
debate contentious issues. Being so
well placed to engage public debate
is something challenging,” says Burn.
Although the government has given
cautious approval to the use of
embryonic stem cells, it is an
example of a topic Burns is keen to
see aired. “The issues are not black
and white,” he says. PEALS has
already set up a very successful
programme of public debates and the
centre has recently attracted a major
meeting of the UK’s Human
Genetics Forum to Newcastle. With
conference and catering facilities for
400 people, the centre hopes it can
become a major venue for such
events, says Balls. 
Across the square from all this
activity is the Biosciences Centre, set
up to foster employment from
biotechnology. Purpose-built facilities
provide opportunities for small start-
up companies and other medical and
biotechnology business ventures.
It is early days to know what
benefits and challenges this unusual
juxtaposition of life science interests
will throw up as it gets into full swing
later this year, but there is much
optimism. “It’s a very large
experiment but I hope it is going to
be successful,” says Edwards.
Hands on: Part of the LIFE Interactive World
attraction at Newcastle’s International Centre
for Life which included more than 50
interactive features, 3D presentations, live
theatre, film shows and a motion simulator
ride.
